S tress. It's everywhere. It affects you at home, at work, and even at play. It can push you to the heights of creative ability -or it can cause a host of destructive physical and psycholog ical maladies.
My aim is to make you aware of stress items in your life, stress in the lives of your fr iends and colleagues , and the employees you serve . I want to focus attention particularly on psychological stress. Occupational health literature, personnel publications, medical writings and the public press are increasingly filled with articles on stress.
A technical description of stress might be that it is any adverse or external influence that produces a biolog ical phenomenon. A less techn ical definit ion is that stress is the body's involuntary reaction to the demanding life we've chosen to lead. The trouble starts when this reaction is prolonged or chronic.
Stress is difficult to def ine . It can be any outside forcephysical or emotional -that exerts an effect on an individual, causing an emergency with in : the basic flightor-fight reaction. That is, the body and the mind prepare to either flee or defend. Blood pressure goes up, heart rate increases, and blood is d iverted from the internal organs to the muscles. All this occurs automatically.
To understand the problem of stress today, we have to talk about the way we used to live , then relate that to the civilizat ion we have now. Stress for our caveman ancestors produced an immed iate reaction for fl ight or fight, but it usually passed quickly; when the danger was over, the reaction went with it. Today, however, stress is often prolonged for weeks or months, as it would be if you 14 had an alcoholic or sick relative at home. The psychological f1ight-or-fight reaction is the same , but the fact that the stimulus is prolonged is the damaging part of today's stress. Th is prolongation of stress that we see today is one of our society's major problems.
In our medical work at Prudential we have become more and more aware of stress in employees. It has probably always been present but its effects were not appreciated. Now that we've become aware of it we want to make the nurses aware of it, because you are the primary ind ividuals in you r jobs who have items of stress brought to your attention -but it doesn't come under that label.
What is the language of stress? We know physical changes such as pallor or bl ush , tachycardia, hyperventilation , a change in facial expression or body posture, withdrawal from a social relationsh ip , poor performance, nervous laughter. These manifestations are described abstractly as anx iety, worry, emot ional disturbance, aggression, withdrawal , tension.
What is this phenomenon? If one asks you or other individuals about the ir stress in particular -how they know it ex ists -two general kinds of things are described. Firstly, there are experi ences of mental discomfort, often accompan ied by feel ings of not being able to cope. It means that one is barely in control of one 's self and one 's situation -or that there is a general unease that all is not well.
Say these words to yo urselfease -or what you and I are associated withdisease. Say the wordstressand its accompanied worddistress . Are you at ease? Do you have distress? He has gastric distress. He's under stress.
Those are common phrases that we all use. If you were to listen to the verbal expression you would hear stress. This is only the verbal expression: "I'm jumpy, jittery; there is a tight knotted feeling in my stomach; my whole body is tense; I'm wound up inside. I want to do something, anything, to change the situation and relieve the tension." That's a new word -tension. Anxiety and tension -how do they relate to stress?
"There is a sense of being gripped by the situation. I seem to be caught-up and overwhelmed by the feeling. I'm distracted, I can't concentrate, I yearn, I desire to change, I want things to hurry-up. I can't cope." Some people are not good at verbal expression, so there are physiological manifestations: loss of appetite, sleeplessness, sweating and, maybe, ulcers, asthma, alcoholism, migraine, colitis or other physical illness like heart disease, which we'll get to later.
Stress is an engineering term swung over into medical usage. Hans Selye wrote a monumental work called Stress, subtitled a treatise based on the concepts of the general adaptation syndrome, first edition 1950. It is a big book in many ways. This trailblazing research of Hans Selye began with his first paper in 1936. From his research, Selye formulated a three-stage explanation of stress that he calls "the general adaptation syndrome" (GAS). First comes the alarm stage, then resistance, then exhaustion. If the stressor remains u ndimi nished, illness or even death may ensue. Whatever their nature, stressors share one common trait: they stimulate in the body the "fight-orflight" response. The instant it receives the stress alarm the brain alerts the pituitary just beneath it and through the pituitary the adrenal glands secrete hormones to prepare the body for vigorous exertion. The effect is immediate and dramatic. The pulse quickens. The pupils of the eyes dilate. The hearing improves. The lungs take in more oxygen to fuel the muscles for strenous work. This reaction is ideal to prepare the human body to ward off an attacker, to jump away from a speeding car, cut a tree down, or run a hundred-yard dash.
Is stress all bad? No, stress is the spice of life. Complete freedom from stress is death. Purposeful stress,then, is good. But no one can fight indefinitely, run endlessly, dodge car after car, or chop down a forest, without rest. Yet ina sense that's what the body tries to do when the fight-or-flight response is inappropriate. There is no O'1e to fight, and nowhere to run, for the retired individual whose meager monthly check brings less and less. There is nowhere to run for the employee who has been asked by his boss to study the effects of his own job being phased out. There is nowhere to ru n for the parent whose chi Id has an incurable disease.
Denied its proper outlet of physical action, and that's a key word -action, stress seeks (and usually finds) improper expression as physical or emotional illness. The physical side of stress seems to be relatively well understood. Briefly, it is the body reacti ng to prepare itself Occupational Health Nursing, April 1979 for violent activity as in our fight-or-flight model, but in our society such physical activity rarely follows, so the physical system is thrown out of balance with excess acid secreted in the stomach, adrenalin and fat in the blood, and so on to the end stage of our recognizable physical illness: asthma, migraine, alcoholism, ulcers, colitis and our big headline item -heart disease.
A THEORY OF STRESS (WHY DOESN'T EVERYBODY REACT THE SAME?) I suggest that people find different events, situations, activities involving and relating to each other according to the following rough formula:
"
Stress Level Uncertainty X Importance X Perception = A tl "t C IVI Y If we look at this equation as a mathematical form, the fi rst item -uncertainty -is how the person believes the outcome to be, how he perceives it rather than the objective uncertainty. Increasingly as an individual copes with a situation he decreases the uncertai nty. The second item is the importance of the outcome as the individual perceives it. For our purposes we must assume that for different people different things are more important. How individuals have these priorities is up to them, but each of us is different.
In the ability to influence outcome, it is the person's perception, not his control, which is the question. Let's take a new driver and an experienced car driver. They both have the same seat and the same controls at their hands but one of them perceives himself as less skilled and therefore the situation is more activating.
So if we multiply these three items and come up with a high level of activation we have stress in that individual. This model can also be used as a concept for coping with stress. It implies three ways in which stress can be coped with by the individual: avoidance, defense mechanisms, and learning.
Here's another way of looking at the concept of stress. Two factors help determine whether a specific stressor will produce symptoms: the context and the VUlnerability of the individual at the time. The context can be social or physical or environmental. It can be throughout an industry. It can be within a single plant. It can be in the community, in a bridge group, in a political organization, in the church, in the school, in the athletic system. What is the difference in the individual VUlnerability to specific stressors? Vulnerability can be internal, like the genetic make-up of each of us, but vulnerability does change with age, occupation, occupational level and education. A person of high educational achievement may be very susceptible to stressors in a low-skilled job. Dayto-day events, moods, reactions are clearly influential in determining the vulnerability to specific stressors and individual interaction with the environment.
CHANGE
Many stressors appear to involve change. Adolf Meyer, professor of psychiatry at Johns Hopkins around the turn of the century, began keeping "life charts" on his patients. They were abbreviated biographies that showed time and again that people tended to get sick around the time when clusters of major events took place in their lives. This concept was expanded in the 1940s and 1950s by Dr. Harold G. Wolf at Cornell University Medical College. He studied intensely the life settings and emotional states surrounding many specific illnesses and symptoms.
In 1949 Dr. Thomas Holmes began to apply life chart ideas to case histories of more than 5,000 patients. A number of life change items were found to occur over and over, and tended to cluster in one brief time period just prior to the onset of major illness. Maybe you say " don't have stress" and you're pretty proud about it. Well, here's Lesson Number One in humility for today. No matter how great you are, the weather will determine the size of your funeral. You better believe it! Change is not entirely random. You havea large amount of personal control over whether or when to marry, go to college, move, have a family; you have little or no control over whether to get divorced, change jobs, take a loan or retire, but you may have a pretty good idea of when these events might take place. Changing is not something you should avoid. There are worse things in life than illness. Changing, adapting, and evolving help all of us to live our lives to the fullest capacity and enjoyment, but too much change in too short of time takes its toll. If you could learn to regulate the major changes that inevitably affect you, you might be able to take the sting out of some of the conseq uences.
There can be a great deal of change going on as one grows, or those around us grow. For example, development and adolescence. And then there can be the geographic moving to an unfamiliar environment; if you move outside the country, you may even have a new language. There can be hidden burning sexual or nonsexual conflict going on in your environment.
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There can be an acute unexpected event not covered by the above, Le., sudden illness of a relative or friend. Or there can be a chronic prolonged situation. Some people have a retarded child at home; maybe you didn't know. Maybe you can help find out why this employee is so depressed, argumentative. anxious.
The isolation of the retired person is profound. A retired person is cut off in our society. He can be like the newly blind or the new amputee -a physical loss.
A failure may have occurred -life goes unfulfilleddisappointed hopes -passed-up for promotion -"he never quite made it." I hope when you see these people you may think twice before you label them as "crocks," "loaded with cerebral calcification," or other big wastebaskets of medical terminology.
SUMMARY
In a way, stress is your very best friend. Physiologically it's your body's instant reaction to change; the change is in your blood, hormones. breathing, and muscles that makes you stronger, more alert, and better able to protect yourself.
Stress wins games, stress produces masterpieces. stress drives all of us to achieve. None of us could survive without it; some of us actively seek the tension and challenge that come with it.
But stress can also be your worst enemy. Too often; too long; too much -it takes a heavy toll. The body does not discriminate between physical danger and the kind of stress we live with day after day: loud noise, crowds, separation, and our big item -change.
Stress is part of being alive. The better you understand it, the quicker you'll recognize its signs in yourself. The quicker you'll see it in others -and know how to help these people. Learn to control stress and being alive will be more fun!
